European and Asiatic Turkey -a performance of which he was inordinately proud and 2 which he undertook to prove the practicality of the exploits attributed to the mythical Greek youth, Leander, who was said to have swum the Hellespont on a nightly basis to visit his lover on the opposite shore. One of Byron's descendants was among the participants in the bicentennial swim; of the others, according to a Guardian journalist, some 'were experienced channel swimmers, others just recreational athletes, but all were united by a love of the water'. It is worth enquiring into the origins of that curious word, 'hydromania'.
According to the OED, the first recorded use of 'hydromania', defined simply as 'a mania or craze for water', occurs in a letter written by Robert Southey in 1793. In describing three weeks' holiday spent touring the south of England, Southey mentions some extravagant indoor water features he has seen at a gentleman's estate in Oxfordshire.
These have led him to conclude that 'the hydromania is almost as bad as the hydrophobia'. 3 Whether the word is actually Southey's coinage cannot be known for sure, but it seems clear that 'hydromania' is of fairly recent derivation, and, as is so not separated, and the sexes may be said to bathe promiscuously'. He is also concerned that, at Brighton, men have taken to bathing with no clothes on in full view of the public -'a most unmanly insult to the Fair Sex'. 12 The pamphlet takes the form of a letter to the Sun, the editor of which agrees that, although the right to bathe in the sea is common to all, 'the right of bathing, whether in the sea or in a river, must be decently exercised' (11) . First-hand evidence that, at Brighton, women have become habituated to the sight of men bathing in the nude -a spectacle that 'neither drove them from the windows, nor prevented them from parading on the Cliff' (8) -leads to sombre reflections on the degeneration of the female character. It is also pointed out that in Napoleonic France a law has recently been passed prohibiting bathing in the Seine without bathing dresses: 'Shall the legitimate, the free, the paternal Government of our gracious Sovereign', the author asks, 'be destitute of any security, just and honourable in its nature, which is employed to give nobility to the ferocious and wide-spreading tyranny of the Gallican despot? At all events, shall the British Fair be familiarized to scenes, which are deemed too gross for the licentious females of profligate France?'
(10-11) There was virtually no area of British life that was left untouched by the politics of the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars; here, we see clearly how the democratic pastimes of sea-bathing and swimming got caught in the riptides of that tumultuous era.
Of course, what some saw as socially or morally retrograde, others found amusing or an object of libidinal investment. The caricaturist Thomas Rowlandson was particularly fond of scenes of river bathing, and gave full rein to his erotic fantasies in depicting scenes of naked men and women entwined on a river bank or of fully-clothed women sneaking a look at nude male swimmers, as in 'A View on the Banks of the Thames' (1807; Figure 2 ). The fact that swimming naked was the norm -at least for men -until well into the nineteenth century conveys the impression that swimming was a perfectly natural thing to do, and that in this period it perhaps represented part of the Rousseauesque revolt against the chains of social convention. But the question of whether swimming was a natural or unnatural activity was a recurring issue in literature on the topic right from the start. In this regard, one remarkable aspect of the discourse on swimming in the Romantic era is the primitive and anachronistic stare of instructional literature. Until the mid-1810s, there were really only two sources of advice in print for anyone interested in learning to swim. One was a short but much reprinted and quoted letter by Benjamin Franklin, which urges teaching swimming to 8 children not only as a life-skill that will relieve them in certain situations from 'painful apprehensions of danger', but also as a wholesome and enjoyable form of exercise. What is even more intriguing is that many of the 'fine feates' described and illustrated by Digby and endlessly rehashed by his imitators -which include carrying two birds across a river (Figure 3 ), cutting one's toenails, and practising a ridiculous manoeuvre called 'the leap of the goat' -have the reverse effect of making swimming appear contrived and unnatural.
In the Romantic period, therefore, we have on the one hand a social practice of swimming accelerating in popularity and causing concern to the guardians of public morality, and on the other an instructional literature stuck in the discursive backwaters Trevor (1794), by contrast, the eponymous hero, a farmer's son, has been given a robust physical education by his father, having been 'taught to sip ale, eat hung beef, ride like a hero, climb trees, run, jump, and swim'. 16 The latter skill becomes instrumental in the plot when he rescues from drowning a man trapped in a carriage which has overturned into a river -this man later turning out to be his formerly estranged grandfather, with whom he is subsequently reconciled. Finally, in Mary Shelley's apocalyptic fiction, The Last Man (1826), we see, towards the end of the novel, the last three human survivors of a global epidemic of the plague trying to sail across the Adriatic Sea to Greece. A storm occurs and the boat is capsized. Two of the occupants, including Lord Adrian (a character loosely based on Percy Shelley, who famously could not swim), are drowned,
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but Lionel Verney, who has always relished a physical challenge and treats a hostile sea as an opportunity for egotistic self-assertion ('I loved to feel the waves wrap me and strive to overpower me; while I, lord of myself, moved this way or that, in spite of their angry buffetings'), makes his way to shore and becomes literally the 'last man' of the book's title. 17 In all these examples swimming is used to differentiate between characters and is seen as both a valuable life-skill and the expression of a more vital masculinity.
It is in poetry, however, that swimming develops its most complex and intriguing range of meanings in the Romantic period. Charles Sprawson, in an appealing nonacademic survey, has written of the fascination with water, or 'love affair with "moistness"' common to many nineteenth-century writers; he notes that the 'passion for bathing really began with the Romantic generation', and that '"swim" was a word that particularly appealed to its poets'. 18 This is a valuable insight, and I shall now look in more detail at three of the poets who feature in Sprawson's untidy narrative. There is a playful echo here of the episode in Canto 2, but it is a form of mental shipwreck that Byron here contemplates and he is not so confident of his ability to get to shore in those circumstances. It is a nice irony that Byron, while using open-water swimming as a metaphor for the pointless, self-disconcerting character of philosophical abstraction, refers to himself -albeit through the persona of the down-to-earth, practically-minded narrator -as a 'moderate bather'.
That modest appellation would probably be more appropriately applied to John
Keats, although hard evidence of the latter's water-based activity is difficult to come by.
He seems to have swum in a pond in the grounds of his school in Enfield and availed himself of the nearby New River at various times for the same purpose. On his northern walking tour in 1818 he definitely bathed in a 'quite pat and fresh' Loch Fyne. 30 Exactly how good a swimmer Keats was is impossible to determine, but perhaps more important is the fact that habitually, for Keats, 'water created a glorious torrent of poetry'. 31 That torrent contains numerous fascinating swimming images and metaphors.
In 'I stood tip-toe' there is a beautiful picture of the moon 'lifting her silver rim / Above a cloud, and with a gradual swim / Coming into the blue with all her light'. 32 In the climactic scene of Lamia where the female protagonist is exposed as a serpent, the narrator pleads for her fiancé Lycius to be spared his disillusionment and pain via some Mental Debauch', producing nothing but 'anxiety to go on without the Power to do so'. 33 From early modern times onwards, as we have seen, swimming has connoted a blurring of boundaries; for Keats it sometimes gestures towards an exciting and productive suspension of normality, while here it signifies more of an intellectual and moral limbo.
In conclusion, the passion for swimming -the hydromania -that developed in the Romantic era is a subject that has received informed coverage in books aimed at the present is overwhelming. In wild water you are on equal terms with the animal world around you: in every sense, on the same level. 37 Here, as with the reflections of Rew and Start, we are taken all the way back to the world of the Elizabethans and to the underlying anxieties of Sir Everard Digby's pioneering instruction manual: is it natural for a man (or woman) to swim? Do we belong in the water? Is a human being better than a fish? But of course the discourse has shifted fundamentally. Swimming, we still feel, troubles the boundaries between man and nature, human and animal, troubles our sense of self; but we now embrace those uncertainties and instabilities. In shaping that distinctively modern sensibility the Romantic generation, as in so many areas, took the first decisive strokes.
